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PURPOSE AND NEED

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

Desert bighorn sheep (DBHS), Ovis canadensis nelsoni, are a charismatic and much loved
animal, well adapted to the canyon country. Humans and DBHS have long interacted in the
Utah desert, as evidenced by pictographs, petroglyphs, explorers and pioneer accounts.
However, the introduction of domestic sheep and goats brought on land use change, non-native
disease, and overhunting which almost led to the extirpation of the species (UDWR 2013b). The
current success of the species is largely due to intensive DBHS management programs and
human mediated relocations, yet various threats continue to threaten the species, especially
disease. In 2012, the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) published
DBHS management recommendations stating, “wild sheep populations should have pre-
determined population objectives and should be managed at agreed-upon densities to minimize
the potential for dispersal” (WSWG 2012). National Park Service (NPS) efforts to reduce the
risk of disease transmission within the Zion National Park (ZION) DBHS population are
necessary to: help protect the continuation of the species in the event of future DBHS
population die-offs, aid in maintaining a healthy DBHS metapopulation across the western
United States, and ensure this important natural resource and essential part of the wilderness
ecosystem remains viable for future generations.

Pneumonia related epizootics are currently the greatest challenge to the persistence of DBHS
populations throughout the western United States; numerous examples of DBHS pneumonia
die-offs have occurred throughout the intermountain west, including several more recent events
in Utah (UDWR 2016; Wildlife News 2016). Currently, no treatment or immunization exists for
this illness which leaves natural resources managers with little to no options once a die-off
begins. Reducing risk of exposure is currently the best available management option for DBHS
management. Singer (2001) suggests that the recovery and subsequent persistence of DBHS
herds subject to epizootics are correlated with larger population size. Increasing population size
and density of DBHS herds also increase the chance of an epizootic outbreak occurring. Natural
resources managers must, therefore, carefully balance multiple variables to secure the best
chances for the long term health and persistence of a herd.

The NPS has played an important role in the stewardship of DBHS. Today’s population of
DBHS in ZION is the result of the successful reintroduction of the species that took place in the
1970s (McCutchen 1975). The first DBHS reintroduction in the state occurred in Zion National
Park. Canyonlands’ Island in the Sky district has also provided 196 sheep for 14 transplants to
Capitol Reef National Park and Arches National Park between 1982 and 2013 (UDWR 2013).
After introduction at ZION numbers increased steadily over the next three decades, culminating
into a rapid increase in the past eight years. Aerial surveys completed by the Utah Division of
Wildlife Resources (UDWR), in 2009, 2013, and 2015 throughout ZION yielded population
estimates of 194, 405, and 527 DBHS, respectively (UDWR 2009; UDWR 2013; UDWR 2015).
Under these conditions, individual DBHS from the ZION population have been observed
exhibiting dispersal behaviors. Consequently, these dispersal behaviors can have important
disease implications that need be addressed.

As described, disease transmission of pneumonia epizootics pose a grave threat to ZION DBHS.
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Domestic sheep and goats are often unaffected by pneumonia epizootics and transmit the
disease to DBHS populations that have not yet adapted to survive these pathogens. Disease
transmission occurs through nose-to-nose contact between domestic sheep and goats with
native DBHS. Nose-to-nose contact is common when DBHS use habitat adjacent to domestics
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